The effects of nutrition on the reproductive performance of Finn x Dorset ewes. II. Post-partum ovarian activity, conception and the plasma concentration of progesterone and LH.
After lambing forty-five ewes were allocated to three groups, two of sixteen and one of thirteen ewes. The lambs of the two groups of sixteen ewes were weaned on Day 1 after lambing and the ewes were fed a diet of 100% (Group H) or 50% (Group R) of maintenance energy requirements. The thirteen ewes in the third group (Group L) suckled twin lambs and were fed freely. During the first 3 weeks after lambing, oestrus was observed for 11/16 (Group H) and 8/16 (Group R) ewes; of the ewes which had shown oestrus in the two groups, ovulation occurred in 5/8 and 5/7 respectively. Only 1/13 Group-L ewes showed oestrus and ovulated during the same period. The mean plasma concentrations of progesterone and LH were unaffected by the treatments and were around 0-4 and 1-5 ng/ml, respectively. Restricted feeding had no effect on oestrus, ovulation or the hormone levels during the oestrus cycle following synchronization. The onset of oestrus and the start of the preovulatory discharge of LH were 3 and 6 hr later, respectively, in the lactating ewes (Group L) than in those in Groups H and R. Ewes in Group L also had a higher ovulation rate, 2-8 +/- 0-2 versus 2-1 +/- 0-2 (P less than 0-05). Restricted feeding reduced the number of ewes lambing; only 1/11 ewes in Group R, considered to have conceived because of the presence of high progesterone levels 17 days after mating, subsequently lambed compared with 6/12 in Group H and 5/9 in Group L.